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GLI CKMAN ANNOUNCES NEW EFFORTS TO | MPROVE CIVIL RI GHTS, ASSI ST SMALL FARMERS

WASHI NGTON, Dec. 17, 1997--Agriculture Secretary Dan dicknman today
announced additional efforts to inprove USDA's civil rights programand to
i ncrease assistance for Anerica's snall and socially di sadvantaged farners.

"The ability to earn a decent living for yourself and your famly from
the land is the original Amrerican dream" dickman said. "W nust work hard
to keep that dreamalive for our nation's small farmers. Through their
| abor, Anerica has the safest, nobst abundant food supply in the world."

dickman said that two budget initiatives would inprove USDA' s service
to small and socially di sadvant aged farmers. First, President Cinton's
FY 1999 budget proposal will seek full funding of $85 mllion in direct farm
ownership loans -- an 86 percent increase over 1998 levels, as well as ful
funding of $500 mllion in direct operating loans. |If approved by Congress,
this additional funding will allow over 1,000 small and socially
di sadvantaged farners to buy their farns and all ow nore than 12,000 farners
to receive assistance to continue operating their farnmns.

Second, G ickman announced that the Administration's FY 1999 budget
will request full funding of $10 mllion for the Section 2501 program --
Smal | Farmer Qutreach Training and Techni cal Assistance Program-- an
increase from$3 mllion in Fiscal Year 1998. Through the newly forned
Ofice of Qutreach, this funding will be used to coordi nate and provide
| eadership in delivering programs and services to historically under served
popul ations ensuring that USDA prograns are open to all that seek to use
t hem

"We' ve been naking trenendous progress", dicknman said, "but there is
still nore we nust do to strengthen further USDA' s ability to inprove its
civil rights record."
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d i ckman announced the creation of a permanent federal advisory
conmittee on civil rights. The conmttee will be conprised of civil rights
experts who will provide advice and recommendati ons to USDA as we i npl enent
policies to inprove civil rights for USDA enpl oyees and custoners. "The
i nput and advi ce of independent experts will strengthen and enhance our
ability to make fundamental ly sound, |ong-term i nprovenents to our civil
rights prograns,” dicknman said.

G ickman al so announced that President dinton has asked the Wite
House Counsel's Ofice to coordinate the efforts of USDA and t he Depart ment
of Justice in evaluating the wide range of legal issues involved in USDA s
effort to inprove its civil rights record. "W are committed to using every
possible legal remedy to inprove civil rights at USDA, " dickman said. "But
over the course of the past year, we have continued to encounter conplex and
difficult Iegal problens. The active involvenent and expertise of the Wite
House Counsel's office will help us to quickly and fairly resolve these
i ssues. "

In addition, dickman announced that USDA will begin a new |ivestock
feed programtargeting American Indian Tribes for enmergency |livestock feed
assistance . For the next 2 years, $4 million dollars in assistance will be
avail abl e annually for livestock feed | osses caused by severe weather. This
programdiffers fromprevious efforts in that direct cash paynents will be
nmade i nstead of grain donations

Since the Cvil R ghts Action Team (CRAT) report of February 1997, the
U. S. Departnent of Agriculture has been naking an unprecedented effort to
ensure that every USDA customer and enployee is treated fairly and
equitably, with dignity and respect. Key acconplishnments include (1) a 10
percent increase in diversity on USDA state conmittees; (2) resolving 141
di scrimnation conplaints, including 11 major settlenents totaling $3.5
mllion, as well as inplementing a conprehensive plan to resolve the
remai ni ng conplaints as quickly as possible; (3) establishing a
Departnment-wi de O fice of Qutreach to inprove USDA' s service to socially
di sadvantaged farners; (4) establishing a new USDA foreclosure policy to
ensure that no one loses their farmas a result of discrimnation; and (5)
i mposi ng strict standards of accountability for upholding civil rights |aws
on all USDA enpl oyees.

Gickman also reiterated the Admnistration's commtment to work with
Congress to ease the severe restrictions on USDA |oans to farnmers. The
recent FarmBill prohibits USDA, frequently the | ender of last resort, from
| oani ng noney to any farmer who has ever had a debt forgiveness from USDA
rules that are nore stringent than nost commercial |ending operations.
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"Mnority farnmers are leaving the agriculture field at al nost three
times the rate of other small farmers. This Administration will not stand
idly by and let this trend continue. The prograns announced today are just
a small part of what USDA is doing to protect America's small farm heritage.
W are working with retail ers, bankers, insurers, consuner groups, even
foreign governnents, to create new opportunities and new markets for our

nation's snall farners," Qickman said.
#
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